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Abstract :  
Educational anthropology as a field of inquiry and a frame that 
links the cultural elements , in their informal level with academic 
and formal elements by which  education is described. As 
prompted by the necessity to describe this frame of research, the 
present paper tries to explore the links between anthropology and 
education , showing the perspicacity of  taking into account this 
bilateral connection  in the educational matters .  
Keywords ; education- Anthropology-origins-approaches 
1. Background : 
Since the work of Franz Boas and Bronisław Malinowski in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, anthropology has been 
distinguished from other social science disciplines by its emphasis 
on in-depth examination of context, cross-cultural comparisons 
(socio-cultural anthropology is by nature a comparative 
discipline), and the importance it places on long-term, experiential 
immersion in the area of research, often known as participant-
observation. Goodenough, (1976) and others describe that 
Cultural anthropology in particular has emphasized cultural 
relativity and the use of findings to frame cultural critiques. This 
has been particularly prominent in the United States, from Boas’s 
arguments against 19th-century racial ideology, through Margaret 
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Mead’s advocacy for gender equality and sexual liberation, to 
current criticisms of post-colonial oppression and promotion of 
multiculturalism  . 
 Educational Anthropology is a way of examining educational 
systems from a cultural anthropologist point of view 
(Spindler,1987). The American anthropologist George Spindler 
was an early leader applying ethnographic research methodology 
to the study of education   
In addition, there are infinite ways that anthropologists contribute 
to education through their studies of cultural acquisition and 
transmission in their culture-specific inquiries. These are what 
George Spindler  (Stanford University ) describes, studying not 
only what goes on in schools, but looking at everything else that 
humans (must) learn in the course of their maturation, and how 
formal schooling can be viewed as an interruption, even an 
intervention, in this learning process. Anthropologists as Marvin 
Harris ( 1989)  have their own unique way of looking at things, 
and those engaged in the anthropology of education have, for the 
most part, been consciously working toward that objective, 
especially in the period since the 1950s, when anthropology and 
education came of age. 
 
2. Exploring the educational anthropology dimensions:  
Clyde Kluckhohn in 1965 formulated a definition with which 
many anthropologists would agree: “Culture consists of patterns, 
explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and transmitted 
by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human 
groups Culture systems may, on the one hand, be considered as 
products of action, on the other as influences upon further action” 
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(Kluckhohn 1965:73). Accordingly ,culture is primarily 
considered a product of human action: observe the action and you 
can label the culture. 
In such a context the anthropological concern and education are 
linked in a level of cultural research in many aspects of interaction 
between culture and educational process  , what forms the 
discipline of Educational anthropology. 
 Educational anthropology, often referred to as anthropology and 
education, forms a domain of inquiry and a frame for delimiting 
informal action and policy thereby joining academic interest with 
topics of general concern. It is necessary that we begin with a 
distinction between the two: according to Lambros Comitas and 
lanet Dolgin (1978) anthropology is a science, a specific body or 
bodies of ordered knowledge. Casson (1994) suggests that  
anthropology whose principal aim is to understand and  describe 
how people in societies conceive and  experience their world. In 
relation ,the definition of culture that guides research in cognitive 
anthropology holds that culture is an idealized cognitive system—
a system of knowledge, beliefs, and values—that exists in the 
minds of members of society. Culture is the mental equipment 
that society members use in orienting, transacting, discussing, 
defining, categorizing, and interpreting actual social behavior in 
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their society. While  , in its broadest sense, education spans the 
ways in which cultures perpetuate and develop themselves, 
ranging from infant-parent communications to international 
bureaucracies and sweeping pedagogical or maturational 
movements (e.g., the constructivist movement attributed to 
PIAGET).It can be assumed that, as a discipline of cognitive 
science, education is a body of theoretical and applied research 
that draws on most of the other cognitive science disciplines, 
including psychology, philosophy, computer science, linguistics, 
neuroscience, and anthropology. Educational research overlaps 
with the central part of basic cognitive psychology that considers 
learning . Such research may be idealized as primarily either 
descriptive or prescriptive in nature, although many research 
ventures have aspects of both. Descriptively, according to Robert 
A ,Wilson , Frank C. Keil (1996) educational research focuses on 
observing human learning. Specific areas of study include expert 
novice approaches, CONCEPTUAL CHANGE and 
misconception research, skill learning, and METACOGNITION.  
Anthropologists as Lambros Comitas and lanet Dolgin (1978) 
have claimed their discipline capable of investigating almost any 
and every facet of human  existence. This pretension is simpler to 
identify the specific products of anthropology than it is to detail 
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the products of education which, of course, include anthropology 
itself as well as schools, students, relationships between students, 
relationships between teachers, between the two together, 
knowledge, and perceptions about and transformations of reality . 
In comparison , Anthropology is a set of methods characterized by 
diversity and eclecticism( Charles Harrington , 1982 ) and theories 
for studying people, their products, their interactions, and their 
comprehensions and creations of reality. Education is an 
extremely complex set of multifaceted institutions, goals, theories, 
and social actors found in the home, at work, and in school 
settings .                               .  
3. Anthropological approach to education:   
Researchers in the field have identified three aspects of 
anthropological inquiry that characterize the approach to 
education. Lambros et al , (1978) suggests that anthropological 
approaches to education, may be, first , related to the insistence 
that educational phenomena is to be examined in a cross-cultural 
framework. As such, anthropologists are not content with mere 
ethnography of one setting, but wish to place particular settings 
and behaviors in comparative cross-cultural frames either 
implicitly or explicitly. Such comparisons are usually broader 
than those found within “comparative education”, where as the 
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second aspect .                                         .  
of anthropological approach to education is the methodology 
brought to bear on the problems researched. Cultural, social, 
psychological, and other branches of anthropology, all share a 
dedication to the efficacy of a variety of techniques subsumed 
under the label “participant observation.” By participant 
observation we mean not one technique, but rather a mélange of 
strategies aimed at producing an accurate model of the behaviors 
of particular people (including the related problems of how people 
justify their behaviors to themselves and how they describe them 
to others). Participant observation is often called a qualitative 
methodology when, in tact, it is a blending of qualitative and 
quantitative techniques. A third anthropological orientation that 
sets anthropology apart from other disciplines studying education 
is that it takes a very broad view of education, insisting that it not 
be confused with just schooling. This approach is due to the 
number of ethnographic studies showing education by parents or 
peers when no schools are present, as well as the prevalence of 
theoretical orientations stressing that education must encompass 
both formal and informal learning. Anthropologists’ definitions of 
education have been so broad as to encompass nearly everything 
that is learnt by a person through a lifetime, whereas definitions 
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used by educators have occasionally been narrow and limited to 
what a child learns through the formal curriculum of a school. 
Conclusion :  
Education as a fundamental institution in society requires earnest 
research and open view in link to the total culture  ,and even  if 
Anthropology may be seen as a time-consuming and a work of 
expensive methodology, this is not to reduce our awareness about 
the potentialities of the discipline in exploring and defining the 
educational space , as well as assessing and reforming the active 
framework of education , and , moreover , forming knowledge 
about how change happens  in the general educative frame 
.Otherwise , educational anthropology may serve educational 
success, by ,as  Zimmer (1979 ) pointed out , having right  
assumptions about the meaning of change in education regarding 
culture . 
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